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Faulkner’s Media Romance
Julian Murphet. New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 2017.

With Faulkner’s Media Romance, distinguished scholar Julian Murphet presents a
compelling study well in keeping with his other efforts on modernism, multimedia, and the
Anglo-American experience. The work combines expert literary analysis, with thoughtprovoking discussion of Faulkner’s perspective on the media of his time. It seeks to promote a
view of Faulkner as more interested in, and comfortable with, various technologies than has been
accepted up to now.
The book opens with an excellent introduction in which Murphet skillfully situates
Faulkner as both a bridge between the Gothic forms of the late 19th century American South and
what he sees as the exuberance of the Jazz Age North, and as a crucible within which both
combine to produce something better. He sees Faulkner as attempting to bring the new to the old,
and the old to the new. In other words, Faulkner wanted the best material products of the
industrial North to filter southward, and the best cultural aspects of the agrarian South to ripple
northward. Murphet asserts that Faulkner did this by saturating his writing with references to and
examinations of various media such as live theater, radio, and motion pictures. Additionally, for
Faulkner, all types of infrastructure, as well as motorized and non-motorized vehicles function as
media because of their role in disseminating information and ideas.
The book’s four main sections deal with how changes in modes of transportation and
communication influenced Faulkner’s works. The sections jump back and forth between stories
more than readers might like. Still, that appears symptomatic of the difficulty of displaying
Faulkner’s experimentations with storytelling. In section 1, we encounter Faulkner’s belief that

World War I era pilots were the heirs of the Cavaliers of the English Civil War and the
cavalryman of the American Civil War. Murphet elaborates on these ideas with stimulating
discussion of how he sees almost all of Faulkner’s early protagonists as wanting to be either
pilots, or cavalryman, or both, but that they are prevented from being so by bureaucracy.
In section 2, we find conflict between the desires of the individual, and the realities
imposed by encroaching infrastructure. A number of stories are well summarized, though The
Sound and The Fury receives much of the what little substantive analysis there is. The Compson
family’s periodic need to selloff parts of their land is taken as a sign of Faulkner’s disgust with
the changing face of the rural South brought about by an influx of Northerners using the media
of new roads.
Section 3 centers on various recorded media, and what Faulkner thought they could do
for, and to, his work. As I Lay Dying and Sanctuary are shown as emblematic of his simultaneous
affinity for, and aversion to, the emerging media of records and radio. The summary and analysis
of each story is brilliant, but far too brief. The stories themselves are less the focus than is that he
evidently thought records and radio would someday be ready to present proper versions of great
works like his, but that the day had not come because in “adapting” something from one form to
another a portion of the original meaning is invariably lost.
Section 4 spotlights Faulkner’s connection to the media of motion pictures. His exploits
as a screenwriter are expertly detailed. His strong preference for silent movies over talkies is
explored, as is his belief that motion pictures, like phonograph records, could never reproduce
dramatic action as well as live theater or live radio because the act of “recording” something
immediately caused it to stagnate. His love-hate relationship with the Hollywood studio system
receives much thoughtful discussion, as does the apparent torture he felt whenever his duties

required him to alter any existing work of literature in order to bring it to the screen. The
influence his screenwriting exerted over his own literary work, such as Absalom, Absalom! is
examined in terms of both literary and cinematic history.
Faulkner’s Media Romance is a highly unconventional look at Faulkner’s literary
achievements. It will easily appeal to admirers of his writings, his overall artistic mission, and his
philosophy, as well as to scholars of modern American literature The breadth and depth of
Faulkner’s thought about art, the artist, the classic city versus country dynamic, the changing
face of America, and all types of media, will also interest film buffs, and pop-culture enthusiasts.
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